The Historical Background
have been applied to a queen-regent of the blood royal*
who survived her husband and held titular power during
the minority of her son. As soon as the legions occupied
Aswan they were attacked by the Ethiopians. The
Prefect Petronius in 23 b.c. countered by marching south
and destroying Napata. The local population was en-
slaved and a thousand specimens were sent as a gift to
Caesar. From this disaster the rulers of Napata never
recovered and henceforth the power of Ethiopia centred
upon Meroe only.
About 80 years later two Centurions and a body of
Praetorian troops were sent by Nero to explore the Nile.
They passed the cataracts successfully, reached the junc-
tion of the Blue and White Niles, and only turned back
when they reached the impenetrable barrier of the sudd.
By now, towards the end of the first century a.d., that
is, Ethiopia was no longer a powerful state. Numerous
petty meks ruled their respective tribes and districts and
such allegiance as they owed to Meroe was more or less
nominal. The brief period of revival which followed was
marked by the building of some small temples, but con-
ditions appear to have become more and more chaotic,
with Beja tribes to the east, and Nuba to the west, raiding
the Roman provinces and no central authority in control.
About a.d. 350 disaster came upon Meroe from the
south-east, for the King of Axum invaded Ethiopia by
way of the Atbara river and laid it waste. Abyssinia
had at this period recently been converted to Christianity
by monks who had travelled thither by sea. Nubia,
northern Ethiopia that is, was not converted until 200
years later, when, as Barhebraeus records, a certain priest
named Julianus " inflamed by pious zeal towards the
Nubians living on the borders of the southern Thebaid,
began to meditate whether by any means he might lead
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